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ONLINE STORY COLLABORATION 



RELATED APPLICATIONS 

This application claims the benefit of U.S. Provisional Application No. 
60/1 8 1 ,84 1 , filed February 1 1 , 2000. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

This invention relates generally to networked computers, and more particularly to 
allowing collaboration by users of networked computers. 

COPYRIGHT NOTICE/PERMISSION 

A portion of the disclosure of this patent document may contain material which is 
subject to copyright protection. The copyright owner has no objection to the facsimile 
reproduction by anyone of the patent document or the patent disclosure as it appears in the 
Patent and Trademark Office patent file or records, but otherwise reserves all copyright 
rights whatsoever. The following notice applies to the software and data as described 
below and in the drawings hereto: Copyright © 1999, Sony Electronics, Inc., All Rights 
Reserved. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Collaboration software exists that allows multiple people to contribute to a single 
document through a network such as the Internet. However, typical collaborative software 
provides only review and revision functions for existing documents and offers no 
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capability for the multiple users to collaborate in creating an entirely new document 
online. Furthermore, the type of content that can be contributed to an existing document 
by the multiple users is limited. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

An online collaborative story system creates a story from content received from 
multiple collaborators. The content from each collaborator relates to an element of the 
story defined in a story concept supplied by an originator. The originator also designates 
himself or one or more of the collaborators as an editor for the story. The editor decides 
what content contributed by the collaborators will be accepted for inclusion in the story. 
The finished story is published for either public access or for private access by only the 
originator and collaborators. In another aspect, the content contributed by the 
collaborators is reviewed in light of pre-determined standards and content that does not 
meet the standards is deleted. Additionally, the originator and/or collaborators may be 
rewarded for participating in the creation of the story. 

Because the invention starts the story creation process with only a story concept, 
the collaborators are given more creative freedom to craft the finished story than a system 
that only allows revisions to an existing document. If multiple people contribute different 
content for the same element, the editor can combine the different content. When the story 
concept is a single scene, a collaborator contributes content for a scene that begins where 
the last posted scene ends. Multiple types of content can be contributed to the story, 
including text, graphics, still images, video, audio and/or a mix of multimedia data types. 
Thus, the completed story may take different forms, such as a movie with both audio and 
video content, an audio-only story, a text-only story, or a text story with still image 
illustrations. 
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The present invention describes systems, clients, servers, methods, and computer- 
readable media of varying scope. In addition to the aspects and advantages of the present 
invention described in this summary, further aspects and advantages of the invention will 
become apparent by reference to the drawings and by reading the detailed description that 
5 follows. 



BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 A is a diagram illustrating an overview of the operation of an embodiment of 
an online collaborative story system according to the invention; 
10 FIGs. IB and 1C are diagrams of a computer environment suitable for practicing 

the invention; and 

FIGs. 2A-D are flowcharts of methods to be performed by a server computer 
according to an embodiment of the invention. 



1 5 DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

In the following detailed description of embodiments of the invention, reference is 
made to the accompanying drawings in which like references indicate similar elements, 
and in which is shown by way of illustration specific embodiments in which the invention 
may be practiced. These embodiments are described in sufficient detail to enable those 
20 skilled in the art to practice the invention, and it is to be understood that other 

embodiments may be utilized and that logical, mechanical, electrical and other changes 
may be made without departing from the scope of the present invention. The following 
detailed description is, therefore, not to be taken in a limiting sense, and the scope of the 
present invention is defined only by the appended claims. 
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Beginning with an overview of the operation of the invention, FIG. 1 A illustrates 
one embodiment of an online collaborative story system 100. An originator 103 submits a 
story concept to a collaborative story server computer 101 to be posted in a story concepts 
area 109. The story concept may be in the form of a storyboard containing a sequence of 
scenes, a series of chapter synopsis, a set of characters and a potential plot line, a starting 
scene, or other type of data structure that indicates the subject matter of the story. The 
story concept also specifies the types of content that will be used to create the story 
including text, graphics, still images, video, audio and/or a mix of multimedia data types. 
One or more collaborators 105 choose a story concept from the story concepts area 109 
and upload content appropriate for the chosen the story to the working content area 111. 
The uploaded content is associated with an element of the chosen story, such as a scene in 
a storyboard, a chapter in a book, a character, or a scene that follows an already existing 
scene. The originator 103 may also act as a collaborator by uploading content to the 
working content area 111. The content contributed by the collaborators may be different, 
e.g., one collaborator may supply an image for a scene while a second collaborator 
provides text related to the image. 

The originator, or one or more collaborators, acts as an editor to decide what 
portions of the uploaded content will be used in the story. When multiple collaborators act 
as editors, a periodic vote will be taken on the content that exists in the working content 
area 111. Once the story is finished, the story is posted to a published story area 1 1 3 
where it may be publicly available for another other users, i.e. viewer 107. Alternatively, 
the finished story can be published as a private story in the published story area 1 13 so that 
only the originator 103 and collaborators 105 can view it. 
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In one embodiment, as shown in FIG. IB, the collaborative story server computer 
101 hosts a collaborative story web site and is part of, or coupled to, an ISP (Internet 
Service Provider) 135 to provide the story content over the Internet. Client computers 123 
for the originator 103, the collaborator 105 and the viewer 107 execute a conventional 
Internet browsing application to exchange data with the server 101. It is readily apparent 
that the present invention is not limited to Internet access and Internet web-based sites; 
directly coupled and private networks are also contemplated. In this embodiment, an 
administrator of the web site may set rating criteria for story concepts and uploaded 
content to prevent the posting of information which may be offensive to some users. 

One embodiment of a computer system suitable for use as the collaborative story 
server computer 101 is illustrated in FIG. 1C. The computer system 140, includes a 
processor 150, memory 155 and input/output capability 160 coupled to a system bus 165. 
The memory 155 is configured to store instructions which, when executed by the 
processor 150, perform the methods described herein. The memory 155 may also store 
data and content related to the stories. Input/output 160 provides for the delivery and 
display of the content of the story or portions or representations thereof. Input/output 160 
also encompasses various types of computer-readable media, including any type of storage 
device that is accessible by the processor 150. One of skill in the art will immediately 
recognize that the term "computer-readable medium/media" further encompasses a carrier 
wave that encodes a data signal. It will also be appreciated that the server 101 is 
controlled by operating system software executing in memory 155. Input/output and 
related media 160 store the computer-executable instructions for the operating system and 
methods of the present invention as well as the data and content related to the stories. 
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The description of FIGs. 1B-C is intended to provide an overview of computer 
hardware and other operating components suitable for implementing the invention, but is 
not intended to limit the applicable environments. It will be appreciated that the computer 
system 140 is one example of many possible computer systems which have different 
architectures. A typical computer system will usually include at least a processor, 
memory, and a bus coupling the memory to the processor. One of skill in the art will 
immediately appreciate that the invention can be practiced with other computer system 
configurations, including multiprocessor systems, minicomputers, mainframe computers, 
and the like. The invention can also be practiced in distributed computing environments 
where tasks are performed by remote processing devices that are linked through a 
communications network. 

As an example, assume the originator and collaborators are fans of a particular 
television series. The originator posts the final scene of one episode and the first scene of 
the next episode and the collaborators contribute content that suggests what the characters 
were doing in between the two episodes. The editor(s) then determine which of the 
content should be used. In this instance, the story line continues from episode to episode 
so the content is published at various points in time since the story is never truly 
"finished." 

Thus, an online collaborative story system allows multiple people to contribute to a 
story by supplying content of various types to a server computer, where it is edited to 
create the finished story. The completed story may take the form of a movie, or it may be 
a text story with still image illustrations. When the story concept is posted as a single 
scene, a collaborator contributes content for a scene that begins where the last posted 
scene ends. If multiple people contribute different content for the same scene, the 
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resulting scene may be a combination of the different content. The originator can also 
serve as a director, giving the collaborators particular assignments, such as a story chapter 
or the characteristics of a story character. Additionally, more than one person can 
contribute to the story concept either before or after it is posted on the server. 

Furthermore, the owner of the online collaborative story system may choose to 
reward originators and collaborators to encourage participation in creating the online 
stories. The rewards could range from simple recognition on the web site to prizes to 
cash. One of skill in the art will immediately conceive of many ways to determine the 
rewards, including votes by viewers of the finished stories, and such alternate 
embodiments are contemplated as within the scope of the invention. 

While the invention is not limited to any particular system configuration, for sake 
of clarity a simplified server having three distinct story areas has been described. It will 
be appreciated that the story concepts, working content, and published stories could be 
divided by topic, age group, content rating (e.g., family verses adult), etc. Furthermore, it 
is contemplated that private stories, from concept to finished product, are protected from 
general access through conventional security and authentication processes. 

Next, the particular methods of the invention are described in terms of computer 
software with reference to a series of flowcharts. FIGs. 2A-D illustrate embodiments of 
three methods that are executed by the collaborative story server 101 of FIG. 1 A. The 
methods constitute computer programs made up of computer-executable instructions 
illustrated as blocks (acts) 201 until 209 in FIG. 2A, blocks 221 until 231 in FIG. 2B, 
blocks 241 until 253 in FIG. 2C, and block 261 until 273 in FIG. 2D. Describing the 
methods by reference to a flowchart enables one skilled in the art to develop such 
programs including such instructions to carry out the methods on suitably configured 
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computers (the processor of the computer executing the instructions from computer- 
readable media). If written in a programming language conforming to a recognized 
standard, such instructions can be executed on a variety of hardware platforms and for 
interface to a variety of operating systems. In addition, the present invention is not 
described with reference to any particular programming language. It will be appreciated 
that a variety of programming languages may be used to implement the teachings of the 
invention as described herein. Furthermore, it is common in the art to speak of software, 
in one form or another (e.g., program, procedure, process, application, module, logic...), as 
taking an action or causing a result. Such expressions are merely a shorthand way of 
saying that execution of the software by a computer causes the processor of the computer 
to perform an action or a produce a result. 

Referring first to FIG. 2A, a create concept method 200 is executed by the 
collaborative story server to create a story concept in the story concept area. The server 
receives a story concept from the originator (block 201), and the method 200 optionally 
determines, at block 203, whether the content meets pre-determined acceptance criteria, 
i.e., a content standard set by the site administrator. If the content is not acceptable, the 
concept is deleted from the server at block 205. Otherwise, if the story concept is 
acceptable, it is posted in the story concept area (block 207). The method 200 also 
receives a list of users that the originator designates as editors for the story concept (block 
209). The list may contain one or more specific user identifiers, or may specify that all 
collaborators are editors. 

When a collaborator chooses a story concept to contribute to, the server executes 
an upload content method 220 to post the uploaded content in the working content area as 
illustrated in FIG. 2B. The server computer receives an identifier from the collaborator 
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that defines a story concept and an element within the concept (block 22 1) and receives 
the associated content (block 223). The method 220 optionally determines if the content is 
acceptable in light of the standards set by the site administrator (block 225), and deletes 
the content from server if the content is not (block 227). Otherwise, the content is posted 
in the working content area (block 229) and the editors) for the story concept are notified 
of the new content at block 23 1. 

Upon receipt of the notification, the editor(s) send their votes on the new posted 
content to the collaborative story server, which processes the content as illustrated in FIG. 
2C. A process content method 240 executing on the server receives the votes of the 
editor(s) at block 241 and determines whether the editor(s) have approved the content for 
inclusion in the story (block 243). If not, the content is deleted from the working story 
area at block 245 and the method 240 terminates. The method 240 also determines if the 
story is complete as a result of the newly uploaded and approved content (block 247). 
When a story is complete, the method 240 determines if the story is to be publicly 
available to viewers (block 249) and posts the story in the published story area accordingly 
at either block 25 1 or 253. If the content is part of a continuing story, such as described in 
the example above, the content is published at various intervals and in this embodiment, 
block 247 represents processing that determines if it is time to publish the approved 
content. In yet another embodiment not shown, content is immediately published after it 
is approved by eliminating the processing represented by block 247. 

FIG. 2D illustrates an awards method 260 that is executed by the server when the 
owner of the online collaborative story server chooses to reward originators and 
collaborators by popular vote. When the server receives a request from a viewer to view a 
published story (block 261), the method 260 displays the story (block 263) and requests 
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that the viewer vote on the story (block 265). The voting can be in multiple categories, 
such as story concept, individual pieces of content, continuity between scenes/chapters, 
characters, etc. The server receives and records the viewer's vote(s) at block 267 and 
determines if the current voting period is over at block 269. If the voting period is over, 
the method 260 determines the winners in each category (block 271) and resets the counts 
for the next voting period (block 273). It will be appreciated that the method 260 can also 
announce the winners) as part of the processing represented by block 271 or the 
announcements can be made sometime later. 

An online collaborative story system has been described that allows multiple 
people to contribute content to create a story. Although specific embodiments have been 
illustrated and described herein, it will be appreciated by those of ordinary skill in the art 
that any arrangement which is calculated to achieve the same purpose may be substituted 
for the specific embodiments shown. This application is intended to cover any adaptations 
or variations of the present invention. 

For example, those of ordinary skill within the art will appreciate that while 
invention as been described in terms of creating a story, it encompasses all types of story 
media, including pure text, illustrated text, the combination of audio and video, and audio 
only. 

The terminology used in this application with respect to networks is meant to 
include all of environments in which a server computer communicates with client 
computers to send and receive data. Therefore, it is manifestly intended that this invention 
be limited only by the following claims and equivalents thereof. 
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